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and weather projections say that the 
trend of warm weather and sparse 
rainfall is expected to continue for the 
next three months. This will extend an 
already devastating drought. 

As a result of the prolonged 
drought, producers have experienced 
dramatic yield reductions. Many 
crops have produced only about 25 
percent of the total yield compared 
to last year, with some farmers having 
experienced almost complete crop 
losses as in the case of wheat. 

Many lifelong producers have not 
seen this type of heat or lack of precipi-
tation since the record-setting drought 
of the mid-1950s or even the Dust 
Bowl. In response to the urgent need 
for up-to-date drought management 
information, the Noble Foundation has 
developed a special Web page (www.
noble.org/drought) that will serve as 
a central repository for resources to 
assist agricultural producers through-
out this difficult situation. 
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The Noble Foundation Responds to the Drought

Beginning in the fall of 2010 and 
stretching throughout 2011, farmers 
and ranchers in the Southern Great 
Plains have endured one of the worst 
droughts since the Dust Bowl. 

While the drought stretches across 
14 states from Florida to Arizona, the 
three states experiencing the worst 
conditions are Oklahoma, Texas and 
Louisiana. At the end of July, the United 
States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) declared 74 of Oklahoma’s 77 
counties a natural disaster area. USDA 
had already declared all 254 counties in 
Texas a natural disaster area in June.

According to the United States 
Drought Monitor, the entire state of 
Oklahoma is in at least a moderate 
drought; more than 75 percent of the 
state is considered either in a severe 
or extreme drought; and 42 percent 
is rated to be in exceptional drought, 
the highest level possible. Exceptional 
drought is defined as widespread 
crop/pasture loss and shortages of 
water creating emergencies.

South of the Red River, more than 
91 percent of Texas is in extreme or 
exceptional drought. Texas climatolo-
gist John Nielsen-Gammon has been 
cited as saying that if the drought 
continues until September, this could 
be the worst drought in state history 
since recordkeeping began in 1895. 

The extremely dry and hot weather 

patterns are caused by a La Nina effect, 
which is an abnormal cooling of Pacific 
waters that prevents moisture from 
reaching the southern United States. 
There has been very little precipitation 
in the region since September 2010, 

Information for the page was 
compiled by the Noble Foundation’s 
agricultural consultants and is supple-
mented by resources gathered from 
university researchers and agricultural 
experts from across the country. The 
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page, which will be updated as long 
as the drought persists, will provide 
insight into numerous aspects of 
drought management from safeguard-
ing pastures and destocking to tax 
implications and wildlife concerns. 

For livestock producers, the 
drought has been particularly distress-
ing. Drought conditions have reduced 
or eliminated essential water resources 
and destroyed forages vital for 
grazing. Texas and Oklahoma combine 
to produce more than 20 percent of 
the beef cattle in the United States. 
However, without forages for summer 
grazing or a supply of hay for winter, 
many are being forced to destock. 

A recent New York Times article 
estimated that damage from the 
drought will reach into the billions of 
dollars (more than $3 billion in Texas 
alone) with the full impact of crop 
and livestock losses to the agricultural 
industry not fully realized for many 
years to come. <



system that only allows access to 
two or three days’ worth of grazing 
at a time may increase utilization 
efficiency. If cattle are allowed access 
to larger areas, significant losses can 
occur due to trampling and animal 
waste. Although we want to make 
cattle consume most of the forage, 
monitor body condition and behavior 
to ensure that dry matter intake is not 
limited. If you note that body condi-
tion is slipping or that cattle have 
to work all day to eat their fill, either 
increase the size of the strip or allow 
them earlier access to the next strip.

With drought conditions across 
most of the southern United States, 
hay is in short supply and expensive. 
This, coupled with high commod-
ity prices driving up the cost of feed, 
means we need to find affordable 
alternatives wherever we can. Look at 
your operation and consider if fertil-
izing warm-season pastures in late 
summer or early fall is a fit. If so, now is 
the time to start. For additional infor-
mation on management strategies 
before, during and after drought, refer 
to the Noble Foundation publication 
Drought Management, accessible at 
www.noble.org/Ag/Forage/drought-
management. <
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by James Locke / jmlocke@noble.org

Is Now the Time to Fertilize Bermudagrass?

It is near the end 
of the 2011 grow-
ing season, fertilizer 
prices are high and 
we are suffering 
severe drought con-
ditions. Why would 
anyone consider 

fertilizing bermudagrass or other 
warm-season grasses now? There are 
good reasons to consider a late sum-
mer or early fall fertilization program, 
namely to extend the grazing season 
and improve the quality of available 
forage. Of course, unless the drought 
breaks, rainfall – not fertility – will be 
the limiting factor, so added fertilizer 
would not help. However, even if we 
don’t get additional production this 
fall, much of that fertilizer will still be 
available next spring.

In the Noble Foundation’s 
Oklahoma and Texas service area, 
we usually have 90 to 110 growing 
days from Aug. 1 until our first hard 
freeze. Additionally, if you look at 
Carter County, Okla., as the middle of 
the service area, we average about 
11 inches of rainfall from August 
through October. With proper fertil-
ization and adequate moisture, there 
is enough time to produce more than 
2,000 pounds dry matter per acre. 
Although I am not advocating baling 
hay in October, the old adage “Make 
hay while the sun shines” seems 
appropriate. 

To get the best quality and growth 
response from late summer nitro-
gen, the grass should be grazed or 
hayed to a 3-inch stubble height by 
at least the middle of August. Fifty 
to 75 pounds actual nitrogen per 
acre plus phosphorus and potas-
sium as indicated by soil analysis 
should be applied by Sept. 1. Either 

rainfall or irrigation will 
be necessary to move 
the nitrogen into 
the soil and sustain 
forage growth. Unfor-
tunately, without favor-
able weather we will not 
get the growth we expect. 
Within reason, farmers and 
ranchers must be optimistic and 
have faith that they will receive 
adequate rainfall.

We assume at least 20 pounds 
additional dry matter will be 
produced per pound of nitrogen, so 
50 pounds of nitrogen will produce at 
least 1,000 pounds dry matter, more 
than what would have grown without 
fertilizer. This fertilized forage should 
have 12 to 15 percent crude protein 
content instead of the 8 to 10 percent 
expected without fertilizer. Nitrogen 
cost (for 46-0-0) is approximately 58 
cents per pound of nitrogen, so 50 
pounds actual nitrogen costs $29. At 
that price, the nitrogen cost per ton of 
the additional forage is $58. 

Once the forage is produced, a 
decision has to be made on how best 
to use it. The most common method 
is to stockpile the forage as a stand-
ing hay crop and graze it after frost. 
Depending on weather conditions, 
stockpiled bermudagrass can maintain 
excellent quality into January. Test 
the standing forage just as you would 
hay in order to determine if supple-
mentation is needed to meet nutrient 
demands. Another option is to graze 
stockers on the freshened forage 
until annual winter pasture is ready to 
graze. This can fill a forage production 
gap when many producers put calves 
on full feed or hay.

Regardless of how the forage is 
used, implementing a strip grazing 

SOILS
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by Robert Wells / rswells@noble.org

Early Weaning During Drought Makes Sense

The drought of 
2011 is turning out 
to be one of the 
worst on record. 
Most Texas and 
Oklahoma produc-
ers are looking for 
things that they can 

do to save what little forage they have 
and to conserve the amount of hay 
and feed they will need until green-
up next spring. Early weaning of the 
calf crop is a viable option not only 
from the standpoint of the cow and 
calf, but for your pastures as well. 

Early weaning is the process of 
removing the calf from the cow 
sooner than you normally would. If 
done correctly, you can have a high 
degree of success, low mortality and 
morbidity rates, increase the selling 
weight of your calf, reduce the cow’s 
nutrient requirements and save some 
forage for later use.

First, let’s look at the effects of the 
early weaning process on our calves. 
The most important thing that we can 
do to achieve higher value for calves 
is to wean, vaccinate and background 
them. This will ensure a high level of 
immunity for the calves through the 
weaning process and forward. It will 
also add additional pounds to the 
calves before marketing. 

Next, we need to address nutrition, 
average daily gain and cost of gain. 
Average daily gain of the calves is the 
most important component in lower-
ing cost of gain for calves. This means 
we must provide a high quality diet at 

an economical price in order to add 
value to the calves. Using locally avail-
able feeds and current prices, I was 
able to formulate a ration that would 
allow the calves to gain at 2.5 pounds 
per day at a cost of 57 cents per 
pound of additional calf gain ($231 
per ton feed price). To obtain these 
numbers, I used an average starting 
weight of 300 pounds and fed the 
calves until they weighed 550 pounds, 
which took 100 days. The calves were 
adjusted over time to a by-product 
ration that contained 15 percent 
crude protein (CP) and 73 percent 
total digestible nutrients (TDN). On 
average, the calves would eat 11.2 
pounds per day once fully adjusted 
to the ration. In this scenario, we did 
not have to feed supplemental hay to 
the calves and were able to increase 
calf value significantly by adding more 
weight and backgrounding the calves. 
Furthermore, this rate of gain is more 
than the calf would be able to achieve 
while on the cow during drought.

The benefits do not stop at the 
calf. The cow will benefit from early 
weaning by having a reduction in 
nutrient requirements. An April 
calving 1,200-pound cow with a 
4-month-old calf that is lactating 
would typically require about 15.4 
pounds of TDN and 2.53 pounds 
of CP. If you were to early wean the 
calf, thus stopping lactation, you 
can reduce the cow’s requirements 
to about 11.1 pounds of TDN and 
1.5 pounds of CP. This reduction in 
nutrient requirements translates into 

more than a 25 percent reduction 
of feed that is necessary for the cow 
to maintain body condition. Early 
weaning will allow the cow to more 
efficiently use available dormant 
grass while also allowing her to go 
into winter in excellent body condi-
tion. This will translate into lower 
feed bills throughout the winter than 
if you wean later and allow body 
condition to decrease. The goal is to 
avoid having cows lose too much 
weight, which could cause them to 
either abort this year’s calf or fail to 
breed next spring. The effects of a 
cow becoming too thin in a drought 
can be long-lasting if she is open after 
next year’s breeding season.

Finally, early weaning of the calf 
crop will reduce grazing pressure on 
pastures. This means that more forage 
is available for the cows. Cows are 
your factory and without the factory, 
you cannot remain in business. 

Make sure that cattle are drinking 
enough water by providing shade 
and clean, fresh water during the 
weaning process. It is best if you can 
fence-line wean to reduce stress. 
Wean the calves where they have 
access to shade. If no natural shade 
is available, consider using shade 
cloth that is temporarily suspended 
between posts. 

Contact a nutritionist for specific 
help in formulating a ration that best 
fits your situation. Noble Founda-
tion livestock consultants can help 
mitigate the long-term effects of the 
drought on your ranch. <

LIVESTOCK
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by Dan Childs / mdchilds@noble.org

Managing Feed Costs

Purchased feed    
represents the 
greatest portion of 
variable costs for 
cow-calf producers 
according to the 
Kansas Farm Man-
agement Association 

(KFMA). During the five-year period 
between 2004 and 2008, the KFMA 
monitored 104 herds with an aver-
age of 121 cows. Calves from all herds 
were sold directly off of the cow. Dur-
ing this five-year period, purchased 
feed accounted for 65 percent of the 
total variable costs for the enterprise. 
How a producer manages this one in-
put will have significant impact on the 
profitability of their beef cow herd.

From the middle of June 2010 
to the middle of June 2011, the 
price of corn more than doubled. 
During the same period, soybean 
prices increased nearly 50 percent. 
The result of these price changes 
has influenced the cost of cow feed 
in a similar magnitude. When the 
impacts of drought and reduced hay 
supplies are also considered, it paints 
a bleak picture for cow-calf producers. 
Therefore, it is necessary that cattle-
men in all sectors of the industry pay 
close attention to how they manage 
purchased feed expense.

If a producer is fortunate enough 
to only need to consider protein 
supplement for the cow herd, then 
calculating their alternatives based 
on protein cost is appropriate. A list of 
potential feeds might include: cotton 
seed cake, whole cotton seed, range 
cubes, dried distillers grains, corn 
gluten feed, alfalfa hay and maybe 
others. Some of these products will 
require special storage or handling, 
making them logistically unusable for 

some producers. Each producer will 
need to develop a list based on their 
individual constraints. 

How should a producer evalu-
ate the options? Many will consider 
the price per ton of the product and 
go with the lowest price, which is 
typically not the most economical 
choice. Since most natural source 
proteins are equally usable by cows, 
then price per pound of protein is a 
good method to determine the best 
buy. This assumption is not appropri-
ate for feeds that contain non-protein 
nitrogen or lower digestibility natural 
proteins. To compare the price per 
pound of protein between products 
requires two numbers – the percent 
protein of the product and its price 
per ton. The total pounds of protein 
per ton are calculated by multiplying 
the percent protein of the product by 
the 2,000 pounds in a ton. If alfalfa is 
20 percent crude protein (CP), then 
there are 0.20 x 2,000 = 400 pounds 
of CP in a ton of alfalfa. If alfalfa hay 
is priced at $180 per ton, the cost 
per pound of protein would be 45 
cents (180 ÷ 400). If 38 percent cotton 
seed cake was priced at $320 per ton, 
then which is most economical? The 

protein in cotton seed cake would 
cost 42 cents per pound making it the 
best buy (320 ÷ (0.38 x 2000)). These 
calculations work well for compar-
ing feedstuffs that are similar in dry 
matter content. An additional step is 
required to compare high moisture 
products such as liquid feeds and 
tubs. Each producer will need to 
research these numbers for the 
products that are available to them.

Hay purchases should also be 
based on a cost per pound of nutri-
ent. However, in addition to the cost of 
protein, total digestible nutrients (TDN) 
should be considered. Protein and TDN 
content can be determined from an 
analysis completed on a forage sample. 
The Noble Foundation can analyze 
these samples. When purchasing hay, it 
is very important to know the analy-
sis and weight of the bales to make 
prudent purchasing decisions.

Knowing this information about 
your protein source and hay source 
will be very beneficial in managing 
your feed costs. In addition, having 
this information will help a Noble 
Foundation livestock consultant do 
a better job of recommending the 
correct diet for your cattle. <

ECONOMICS
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Cattle Tips
Consider early weaning
Early weaning of calves is common during drought. Re-
moving calves from cows at approximately 300 pounds 
or 75 days of age decreases cow nutritional requirements 
and gives producers the ability to stretch limited forage 
resources. 

Drought conditions in 2011 are forcing producers 
to wean calves early; many of which have already been 
marketed. Supply and demand principles are in evidence 
as an increased supply of calves is decreasing market price. 

Noble Foundation consultants suggest that early 
weaning and preconditioning calves for at least 45 days 
can still result in profit. During preconditioning, calves 
are vaccinated, de-horned, bull calves are castrated, and 
all calves are fed for an additional 45 days post-weaning. 
Calculate your cost of preconditioning prior to retaining 
ownership of calves. For help with budgeting or develop-
ing a feeding program for preconditioned calves, please 
see Optimizing Weaned Calf Value (www.noble.org/Ag/
Economics/optimizing-calf-value). 

Cull cattle
Sell all open, old or injured cows. It is not economical to 
maintain these females – particularly when resources such 
as pasture, feed and hay are costly and in short supply. The 
immediate advantage to removing animals from the herd 
is that grazing pressure on pastures will be decreased and 
less money will be spent on supplemental feed. Addition-
ally, cull cow prices have remained relatively strong. Cull 
cow marketing reports are available through the Agricul-
tural Marketing Service (www.ams.usda.gov). Selling cull 
cows now can provide immediate assistance for producers 
who are in a difficult cash flow situation. 

Drought may also provide the opportunity to make 
improvements to your cow herd. Consider tightening up 
your calving season by selling late calving cows. Calves 
born later in the calving season are typically lighter weight 
at weaning and less uniform than the calves born earlier in 
the calving season. 

Evaluate cow herd liquidation costs
Many producers may be tempted to liquidate the cow 
herd during persistent drought conditions. However, 
before selling the herd, compare the cost of maintaining 
a cow through the drought and winter months to the cost 

of purchasing replacement females next spring. To do so, 
calculate the cost of feed and hay on a per-cow basis from 
now until spring. Add this feed cost to the current value of 
cows sold. If the sum of feed cost and cow value is greater 
than the cost of buying cattle next spring, then liquidate 
the cow herd now and take advantage of tax benefits as-
sociated with drought-related sales. 

If you decide to maintain ownership of the cow herd, 
be prepared to maintain cow numbers for approximately 
six to eight months. It is not advantageous to begin 
feeding cattle through the drought only to sell them in 
the fall at seasonally low prices.

Plan ahead
Have a livestock management plan ready for the next step. 
Consider what you will do if you run out of pond water or 
if a well goes dry. Is it an option to fertilize bermudagrass 
this fall or plant ryegrass? Think about potential situations 
and solutions, and prepare now. Those that plan ahead 
and are prepared to act quickly will have the best results.

Pasture, Hay and Feed Tips
Shop for feed and hay supplies
Weather reports suggest the drought will persist; there-
fore, consider having excess feed on hand if you desire to 
maintain cow numbers throughout the drought. 

Deciding how much hay and feed you will need to 
provide adequate nutrition for your livestock is the easy 
part; locating it, especially hay, will be the challenge. Feed 
prices remain volatile and hay supplies are tight. Shop 
alternative feeds and lock in prices when possible. For more 
information on shopping alternatives, please see Managing 
Feed Costs in the August 2011, Ag News and Views. 

Hay directories are available through the Noble 
Foundation (www.noble.org/webapps/weblistings/ 
hayandpasture); the Oklahoma Department of Agricul-
ture, Food & Forestry (www.oda.state.ok.us); and the Texas 
Department of Agriculture (www.agr.state.tx.us). However, 
do not limit yourself to Oklahoma and Texas suppliers. The 
right deal can overcome shipping costs.

Test Hay Before Purchase
It is always important to test hay to know the quality and 
develop a complementary supplementation program that 
is both efficient and economical. In times of drought, it 

Drought Tips from Noble Foundation Consultants

4
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levels. Select CSA grass varieties that are adapted to pasture 
soils and area. Apply nitrogen after the stand emerges. Do 
not graze until the newly established CSA grass plants can’t 
be pulled out of the soil (usually six weeks after emergence 
or 8 inches tall). Do NOT overseed native grass pastures as it 
will further inhibit growth of the native plant communities.

Scout for toxic plants 
As dry matter availability declines in pastures, grazing 
livestock may consume plants that would not ordinarily be 
a part of their diet. Sometimes they will be forced to con-
sume poisonous plants. Johnsongrass and other plants 
in the sorghum family, for instance, can cause poisoning 
due to their ability to accumulate toxic levels of prussic 
acid. Other plants that can be toxic include cocklebur, 
silver leaf nightshade, Carolina horsenettle, cudweed and 
even acorns. More information on toxic plants is avail-
able from Texas A&M University  (http://essmextension.
tamu.edu/plants/toxics), and the USDA’s Poisonous Plant 
Research Laboratory (www.pprl.ars.usda.gov). Detailed 
photographs of many regional plants can be found in the 
Noble Foundation’s Plant Image Gallery (www.noble.org/
webapps/plantimagegallery).

Water Tips
Monitor water quantity and quality 
Water is one of the most important nutrients for livestock 
and can quickly become limiting in a drought. Monitor 
water sources at least weekly to be sure there is adequate 
water for all livestock. As ponds shrink, nutrients are con-
centrated and water can become unhealthy for livestock. If 
possible, supply fresh water when pond water is limited or 
poor in quality. If you notice a bad odor or suspect a blue-
green algae bloom, provide fresh water or relocate animals. 

For more information on water quality, read The 
Importance of Monitoring Livestock Water Quality (www.
noble.org/Ag/Livestock/WaterQuality) and Livestock Water 
Guidelines (www.noble.org/ag/Livestock/livestock-
water-guidelines).

Factor in water hauling costs
Hauling water is an alternative for producers whose water 
source has diminished. However, this presents a large, 
unexpected expense. Refer to the calculations in “evaluate 
cow herd liquidation costs” before hauling water, as the 
choice to keep or sell the cow herd involves similar con-
siderations. When making this decision, the cost of water 
would be included with feed and hay costs. Again, if the 
sum of feed, hay, water and cow value is greater than the 

can be even more important since hay costs more, and 
there are potential toxicity issues that could kill your cows 
if left undetected. Test sudan/sorghum-type forages for 
nitrates. Test corn stalk hay for nitrates and aflatoxin. 

For more information on hay testing, read the follow-
ing articles. 

• Understanding and Interpreting Noble Foundation  
Forage Tests (www.noble.org/Ag/Livestock/
UnderstandingForageTests/NobleForageTests.html)

• Understanding and Preventing Aflatoxin Poisoning 
(www.noble.org/ag/pests/aflatoxin/prevention.html)

• Avoid Nitrate Poisoning in Cattle During Drought 
(www.noble.org/ag/research/articles/ 
 avoidnitratepoisoning)

• Nitrate Poisoning 
(www.noble.org/ag/livestock/nitratepoisoning)

Determine reserve forage demand
Most mature cows consume about 25 to 30 pounds of for-
age dry matter per day. That equates to 750 to 900 pounds 
per month, which is about the size of one round bale of 
hay. Therefore, it takes the equivalent of about 12 round 
bales of hay per year to feed a cow. If drought conditions 
require a rancher to feed a herd of 40 cows from September 
to April, it will require eight bales of hay (or the equivalent) 
per cow or 320 bales total. Ideally, on introduced pasture a 
rancher should feed no more than three months of hay and 
on native grass pasture no more than one month of hay. 
Otherwise, one would be considered overstocked. 

Control grazing
Opening all the gates to let the cattle have what is left 
results in everything being overgrazed. Identify a sacrifice 
area and begin feeding when pasture residual is at a mini-
mum height. This is especially true on native grass pas-
tures where recovery from severe overgrazing may take 
years if not decades to overcome. Use introduced grass 
pastures, such as bermuda grass, for sacrifice areas when 
possible, as these pastures can more easily overcome the 
damage by application – often within a year or two – of 
fertilizer and weed control.

Overseed introduced pasture with cool-season annual grass
If conditions are favorable in the fall, overseeding an area of 
overgrazed bermudagrass with cool-season annual (CSA) 
grasses such as ryegrass, wheat, rye or oats is a viable con-
sideration even for grazing by mature cows. With favorable 
weather conditions, the general rule of thumb is to plant 
about 1 acre of winter pasture per mature cow in Septem-
ber. Select a pasture with good phosphorus and potassium 
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affects deer habitat, specifically, forage quality and quan-
tity and cover. Lack of suitable-quality forage this growing 
season probably will not have a large impact on adult sur-
vival. However, if does cannot acquire adequate nutrients, 
fawn survival and recruitment may be adversely impacted. 

A drought-induced reduction in herbaceous growth 
will result in reduced herbaceous cover, which, in turn, may 
also lower fawn survival due to increased coyote predation. 
For more information, read What to do About Deer and the 
Drought (www.noble.org/Ag/Wildlife/DeerandDrought) 
and White-tailed Deer: Their Foods and Management in the 
Cross Timbers (www.noble.org/Ag/Wildlife/DeerFoods).

Properly manage wildlife habitat
Grazing management and prescribed burning are two 
of the best tools available for managing wildlife habitat. 
During drought, these tools can have positive or negative 
effects on wildlife habitat, depending on how they are ap-
plied and on the wildlife species. 

Destocking is usually the best way to protect wildlife 
habitat during drought, but that’s not always possible. 
Keep cattle in one paddock to reduce the time and expense 
needed to recover from degradation to wildlife habitat and 
livestock forage on the remainder of the property. Also, 
explore ways to allow recovery to pastures that have been 
burned immediately before or during the growing season. 
Know habitat requirements for your target wildlife species 
and plan for recovery accordingly.

Be aware of changes to northern bobwhite habitat
During drought, many pastures are overgrazed, causing 
more disturbance to the ground than during normal years. If 
weather conditions are favorable next growing season, forbs 
– broad-leaved herbaceous plants such as croton, sunflower 
and ragweed – will probably take advantage of the situation 
and increase in quantity. Forbs are an important group of 
plants to bobwhites, providing both food and cover. 

Forbs also provide habitat for many insects. These insects 
are the primary diet of bobwhite chicks during the first 
several weeks after hatching as well as an important part 
of an adult’s diet during the spring and summer months. 
Assuming all other habitat requirements are met, having 
both extra forbs and insects help bobwhites lay multiple 
clutches and hopefully raise multiple broods. The capacity 
to lay multiple clutches gives the bobwhite the ability to 
rebuild their numbers. 

Revaluate northern bobwhite hunting practices 
Northern bobwhite numbers probably will be down this 
hunting season. In most situations, hunting northern 

cost of purchasing cows next spring, then liquidate the 
cow herd and take advantage of tax benefits associated 
with drought-related sales 

Wildlife Management Tips
Anticipate reduced deer antler quality
White-tailed deer antler growth generally takes place be-
tween April and August. A prolonged reduction of quality 
and quantity of forage during this period can negatively 
impact antler production. Antlers of young deer whose 
bodies are still developing will likely be more impacted 
than those of older deer. The prolonged nature of the cur-
rent drought will probably result in a below average antler 
year. There will be some exceptional animals harvested; 
however, they will be fewer than normal. Smaller than aver-
age antlers on yearling bucks does not necessarily indicate 
inferior genetics.

Evaluate the appropriateness of feeding deer 
This is a complex issue, and there is not one correct an-
swer. The management strategy preferred by Noble Foun-
dation consultants is to manage habitat and deer numbers 
within carrying capacity. Feeding probably is unnecessary 
in this scenario. However, deer will likely respond to feed 
during a prolonged drought. If the management goal is 
to supplement and concentrate a few deer, then a feeding 
station may accomplish that. If the management goal is 
to positively impact the herd at the population level, then 
it probably will require numerous feeding stations and 
significant expense. We do not recommend feeding, but 
if you decide to feed, a complete ration with at least 16 
percent crude protein is recommended. Corn can be part 
of the ration, but should not be the sole feed. 

Reconsider white-tailed deer harvest 
If maintaining a stable deer herd is a management goal, 
then doe harvest may need to be reduced or eliminated 
for the upcoming season to compensate for the possible 
lack of recruitment (number of fawns alive in the fall). On 
the other hand, if reducing the herd is a management 
goal, then doe harvest should probably continue. On most 
well managed properties with conservative buck harvest 
limits, buck harvest rates can likely be maintained. On less 
managed properties, buck harvest should probably be 
reduced to ensure adequate carryover of adult animals 
into the following year.

Understand the effect on  fawn survival and recruitment 
The effect of drought on fawn survival is related to how it 4
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bobwhites does not have a negative effect on the overall 
population level on a landscape scale such as a county or 
state. However, heavy harvest may have a negative effect on 
isolated and depressed populations of northern bobwhites. 

To reduce the risk of harming bobwhite populations, 
hunt early in the season and remove no more than 10 
percent of the estimated population. Northern bobwhites 
have the reproductive ability to rebound in future years with 
favorable weather and habitat conditions.

Avoid fish die-off 
Occurrences of fish die-offs in ponds typically increase 
during exceptionally hot, dry periods. This usually is 
caused by inadequate water depth, excessive cyanobacte-
ria blooms or low dissolved oxygen (DO). To avoid drying 
up or becoming too shallow, ponds should have maxi-
mum depths appropriate for each region. Pumping water 
to fill a pond or maintain its level is seldom practical. 

To minimize risks of cyanobacteria blooms, limit nutri-
ent inputs (such as feed, fertilizer and hay), avoid stirring 
up sediments and avoid introducing organisms or water 
from other impoundments or streams. Cyanobacteria can 
produce toxins, and when a bloom produces toxins, there is 
not much that can be done. To minimize risk of low DO, limit 
nutrient inputs and avoid high fish densities, stirring up 
sediments and killing aquatic plants. Consider emergency 
aeration when low DO is anticipated. For more information 
about low DO, refer to Pond Managers Can Take Steps to 
Avoid a Fish Kill (www.noble.org/Ag/Wildlife/AvoidFishKill).

Renovate fish population 
Low water levels in ponds present opportunities to reno-
vate undesirable fish populations by draining or applying 
rotenone. Because of less water during drought, time and 
labor required to drain a pond is reduced. 

Low water levels are also ideal for treating a pond with 
rotenone to kill fish. It takes less rotenone to treat a pond 
because application rates are based on water volume, thus 
reducing expenses. In warm water, rotenone more effec-
tively kills fish due to higher fish metabolism and lower 
dissolved oxygen levels; however, it breaks down faster in 
warm water. In nutrient rich ponds, there is a possibility 
that not all fish will be killed, so inspect the pond at dawn 
following treatment. Do not restock fish until the pond 
has at least 7 feet of water depth and rotenone detoxifies 
(usually two to four weeks). For more information refer to 
Rotenone Can Remove Undesirable Fish From a Pond (www.
noble.org/Ag/Wildlife/Rotenone).

Horticulture Tips
Avoid “drench or drought” plant watering 
Flood watering between wilting events results in additional 
stress on plants, resulting in reduced growth and fruit pro-
duction. The use of drip irrigation, soil moisture meters (ir-
rometers) and mulch to maintain proper soil moisture levels 
at or near the field’s capacity results in better plant perfor-
mance. Soil moisture is required for plants to dissipate heat. 
Consistent soil moisture levels can be maintained more eas-
ily when water is delivered through a drip irrigation system 
based on accurate readings from an irrometer. Mulching the 
soil surface underneath plants can also help by insulting the 
soil from heat and reducing the evaporation rate. 

Prepare for delayed pecan weevil emergence
Pecan weevils can cause extreme damage to a pecan crop 
if not controlled. The weevils usually emerge from their 
soil cells (four to 10 inches beneath the surface) start-
ing in August or September, and normally during rain. 
Emergence can be monitored using a number of different 
trapping methods, with a trunk circle trap being the most 
common. During drought, soils can become impermeable, 
making pecan weevil emergence more difficult and spo-
radic. Some pecan weevil emergence will occur through 
cracks in the ground, but a sufficient rainfall (one to three 
inches) will be needed to soften the soil for normal emer-
gence. With delayed emergence, timing sprays for weevil 
becomes more difficult. 

For more information on pecan weevil control, see 
Anticipated Pecan Weevil Emergence in 2006. Normal 
or Drought-delayed? (http://pecankernel.tamu.edu/
insect_update/index.html) and Biology and Control of the 
Pecan Weevil in Oklahoma (http://pods.dasnr.okstate.edu/
docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-4530/EPP-7079web.
pdff)

Reduce temperature and solar radiation on plants
Mist, shade or coat garden plants to mitigate plant stress 
during extreme daytime temperatures. Irrigation is not 
enough. Overhead misting applied at short, regular inter-
vals during the heat of the day can effectively reduce air 
temperatures. Overhead shading using 50 percent trans-
parency shade fabric in combination with misting provides 
the best results. If shading and misting is not an option, 
applying a powdered clay material called Surround® crop 
protectant to garden plants following moisture applica-
tion provides a layer of coating to plant tissues insulating 
them from the heat and preventing sun scald. < 
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Pond Renovation During Drought

or enlarging a pond to avoid wasting 
money and time. 

Pond depth in our consultation 
area should be a minimum of 6 to 10 
feet from east to west, respectively. 
To mitigate normal siltation, a pond 
should be constructed deeper when 
soils are suitable and the watershed 
is of sufficient size. When deepening 
an existing pond, be aware of the 
risk of digging into a layer of sand or 
gravel, jeopardizing the pond’s ability 
to hold water. Deeper is always better 
when water for livestock is important. 
However, deeper may not always be 
better for fisheries due to tempera-
ture stratification that often develops 
in deep ponds during the summer 
which could lead to dissolved oxygen 
problems. Pond depths of 12 to 15 
feet are adequate for pond life, fisher-
ies and livestock water. 

Like deepening a pond, enlarg-
ing or increasing its surface area 
should only be done if the watershed 
is of suitable size to keep the pond 
full; digging into a layer of sand or 
gravel is also a risk. Enlarging a pond 

increases water volume, which is 
important for livestock needs, but 
may be of even greater benefit to 
fisheries. Increased surface area allows 
more water to be exposed to sunlight. 
Sunlight drives the photosynthetic 
process for aquatic plants, the most 
important of which for fisheries 
production is phytoplankton. Phyto-
plankton is comprised of microscopic 
plants that form the basis of produc-
tion in a pond and, when abundant, 
impart a “greenish” tint to the water. 
Ponds with more surface area have a 
greater potential for fisheries produc-
tion because of the increased poten-
tial for phytoplankton growth. 

If your pond is properly 
constructed and the watershed is 
well vegetated, it should last many 
years without the need for deepen-
ing or enlargement. If you are 
considering deepening or enlarging 
an existing pond, contact a Noble 
Foundation consultant or your local 
Natural Resources Conservation 
Service office for assistance with 
addressing watershed size. <

Unfortunately, 
much of western 
Oklahoma and Texas 
has experienced 
moderate to severe 
drought throughout 
2011. As bad as the 
drought is in many 

areas, there may be a small silver 
lining in the cloud of drought. Land-
owners are often tempted to take 
advantage of droughts by deepening 
or enlarging existing ponds when wa-
ter levels drop low enough or when 
ponds dry up completely. This can 
be an opportunity to increase water 
supply for fisheries and livestock, but 
certain factors should be considered 
before spending money and time 
deepening or enlarging a pond. This 
is especially important when con-
sidering changes to a relatively new 
pond that was properly designed. 

A watershed is the land area that 
drains into a pond, lake or river, and is 
one of the most important factors to 
consider when increasing the size of 
an impoundment. Within a 100-mile 
radius of Ardmore, Okla., the “rule-
of-thumb” for pond watershed size 
under normal runoff conditions is 3 
to 20 or more acres for each acre-foot 
of storage from east to west, respec-
tively. Soil infiltration, vegetation 
and slope are some of several factors 
that influence normal runoff condi-
tions; therefore, watershed size may 
need to be increased or decreased 
accordingly. For instance, a pond 
constructed on a well vegetated 
watershed with sandy topsoil near 
Lawton, Okla., will probably require 
much more than a 20-acre watershed 
to be sustainable. The point is to 
make sure watershed size is adequate 
to fill the void created by deepening 
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Tax Code Offers Some Flexibility During Drought
by Dan Childs / mdchilds@noble.org

The tax implica-
tions of cattle sales 
caused by a drought 
are fairly straight-for-
ward. There are two 
different tax treat-
ments that apply. 

The first option 
has to do with draft, breeding or dairy 
animals, and is addressed under IRS 
Code Section 1033(e). If a producer 
sells more animals than normal, he or 
she can elect not to recognize any gain 
if the proceeds are used to purchase 
replacement livestock within two years 
of the end of the tax year in which the 
sale takes place. The time period is 
extended to four years when the sale 
of animals in excess of normal was in a 
natural-disaster-designated area. The 
new livestock purchased must be used 
for the same purpose as those sold. 
Only the additional animals sold in 
excess of normal sales can be replaced 
without recognition of gain. The entire 
sales proceeds of the excess animals 
must be reinvested in at least the same 
number of animals as sold for no gain 
to be recognized. If sale proceeds are 
reinvested in exactly the same number 
of animals, then the new animals will 
have the same basis as the animals 
sold. If a lesser amount than the sale 
proceeds is invested, a portion of the 
gain will need to be recognized. 

For example, if a producer 
normally sells 10 cows, but sold 25 
this year, the gain on the 15 would 
not have to be recognized. If the 
15 head were raised and sold for 
$15,000, all the $15,000 is gain. If 
another 15 head are purchased 
within four years, but for $13,500, 
then $1,500 ($15,000 - $13,500) of 
gain would need to be recognized. 
If more than the sale proceeds is 

invested, then the difference is added 
to the old basis to establish the new 
basis. A producer can choose to not 
recognize the gain from the sale 
of animals in excess of the normal 
amount of sales by attaching a state-
ment with the required information 
to their tax return.

The second option, from IRS Code 
Section 451(e), applies to all livestock 
and allows for a one-year postpone-
ment of reporting the sale proceeds 
from livestock sold due to drought 
in excess of the number ordinarily 
sold. The animals do not have to be 
replaced as in option one. Reporting 
of sale proceeds is simply deferred for 
one year. However, several require-
ments must be met. First, unlike the 
first option, the producer’s area must 
have received a natural disaster decla-
ration. Second, a producer’s principal 
business must be farming. This is 
generally defined as a person who 
receives more than one-half of their 
gross income from farming. Third, a 
producer must use the cash method 
of accounting. Fourth, a producer 
must show that the livestock would 
normally have been sold in the 
following year. Finally, the weather-
related conditions that caused an 
area to be declared eligible for federal 
assistance must have caused the 
sale of livestock. Again, a document 

containing the necessary information 
must be attached to a producer’s tax 
return indicating that an election has 
been made to defer the gain.

The Texas counties in the Noble 
Foundation service area (Archer, Clay, 
Collin, Cooke, Dallas, Delta, Denton, 
Fannin, Grayson, Hunt, Jack, Lamar, 
Montague, Parker, Rockwall, Tarrant, 
Wichita and Wise) have all received 
natural disaster designations. Some 
of the listed counties have a primary 
disaster designation while others 
qualify because they are a contigu-
ous county. Many other counties in 
Texas outside the Noble Foundation 
service area have also received disas-
ter designations. 

During the last week of July 2011, 
74 of Oklahoma’s 77 counties were 
listed as disaster areas due to this 
year’s extreme weather. All of the 
counties in the Noble Foundation 
service area received primary natural 
disaster declarations. 

Even though none of the above-
mentioned provisions provide what 
we really need – a good rain – they do 
offer assistance for some producers. 
I encourage you to contact your tax 
preparer to get information regard-
ing your individual situation. Income, 
expense and production records will 
be helpful in meeting the require-
ments for any of these programs. <

ECONOMICS
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Guidelines for Culling Cows

For most cattle producers, 
culling cows is not an easy task. 
However, some culling needs to be 
done each year to maintain optimal 
productivity. Records on each cow’s 
yearly production would be beneficial 
when making culling decisions, but 
collecting some information when 
the cows are processed can give you 
a good place to start. 

Cattlemen should make it a point 
to evaluate all breeding females at 
least once a year. Weaning is likely the 
most convenient time to do this evalu-
ation. In addition to their vaccinations, 
cows should also be pregnancy-
tested, evaluated for structural sound-
ness and aged based on the condition 
of their teeth. This information will 
take a little extra time to collect, but 
will be valuable when determining a 
culling order. In addition, this culling 
order will be useful during a drought 
as it is usually more profitable to cull 
unproductive cows as a drought is 
beginning than to try to hold on until 
the drought is over. 

Usually, the best cows to cull are 
the ones that have the least chance 
of being productive in the long term 
or are the farthest away from being 
productive. Use the following list as a 
guideline for establishing your culling 
order. Cull cows in this order until you 
reach the desired herd size. 
1. Disposition: Some producers can 

tolerate more disposition problems 
than others. Disposition should be 
evaluated both in the pasture and 
in the pen because some cattle 
will react differently once corralled. 
Make a note of those animals that 
make it difficult to gather the herd 

11

LIVESTOCK

or rotate pastures. Any animal that 
is aggressive should make the list. 

2. Open females: All open females 
should be culled. According to the 
Cattle-Fax Cow/Calf and Stocker 
Survey, the average annual cash 
cost to carry a cow in 2006 was 
$366. It will be very difficult for an 
open cow to make up for a year 
of lost production. In addition, if a 
heifer does not settle in the same 
period as her contemporaries, she 
is telling you that she does not fit 
your management environment. 

3. Structural soundness: Evaluate the 
structural soundness of each cow 
based on her ability to raise a calf. 
Anything that limits her ability 
should be noted. Look for bad feet 
or toes, a history of prolapse, eye 
problems and poor udder confor-
mation, including bad quarters 
and big teats. 

4. Age: Typically, a cow is most 
productive between the ages of 
4 and 9. The condition of a cow’s 
teeth is indicative of her age. A 
cow with broken or missing teeth 
should probably be culled. Those 
with badly worn or separated teeth 
would be next on the list. 
At this point, it becomes increas-

ingly difficult to make culling 

decisions because you will have to 
cull productive animals. 
5. Bred cows over 9 years of age: 

These cows will likely be culled in 
the near future and are close to 
the end of their most productive 
years. Within this group, cull the 
thin cows first.

6. Replacement heifers. First, cull 
yearling heifers that have not been 
exposed to a bull. These animals 
have very good value as feeder 
heifers. Bred heifers would be next 
in the culling order. 

7. Phenotype: Use this as an oppor-
tunity to make your herd more 
uniform. Any cow that does not fit 
due to breed, size or low produc-
tivity should be culled next. 

8. Bred cows 3 to 9 years of age: These 
are your most productive cows. 
If you must cull out of this group, 
3-year-olds and those cows that are 
8 to 9 years old would go first. 
The decision about which animals 

to cull can be difficult. Each opera-
tion will have different goals and, 
therefore, may need to adjust accord-
ingly. Use this list as a guideline for 
developing a culling order for your 
herd. For more assistance, contact 
the Noble Foundation or your local 
county extension agent. <

This article originally appeared in the Oct. 
2009 Ag News and Views newsletter.
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EVENTS
Hunter Education Course
Date: Aug. 20, 2011     
Location: Southern Oklahoma Technology Center, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 8 a.m.-5 p.m. 
No Registration Fee

American Simmental Association’s Tools for Profitability of the Cow Herd
Date: Aug. 22, 2011     
Location: Noble Foundation Kruse Auditorium, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 5 p.m.-9 p.m. 
No Registration Fee - dinner provided

Risk Management Seminar
Date: Aug. 23, 2011     
Location: Noble Foundation Kruse Auditorium, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 10:30 a.m.-5 p.m.  
Registration Fee: $20 - includes lunch

For more information or to register, please visit www.noble.org/AgEvents, or 
call Tracy Cumbie at 580.224.6411. Preregistration is requested.


